Introduction
This study applied the grounded theory method to the social phenomenon of beer consumption in Australia. The objective was to generate a substantive theory of beer consumption that describes the processes involved in this ubiquitous activity. Geertz (1975) has recommended that researchers interested in understanding individual cultures should attempt to generate detailed analyses of the experiences of its members, and Venkatesh (1995) suggests that this can be achieved through the study of consumption activities and patterns. Although it is readily accepted that beer consumption is an Australian national pastime (Conway, 1985; Fiske et al., 1987; Horne, 1988; King, 1978) , a comprehensive understanding of the relationship between beer consumption and Australian culture is lacking. The study described in this article provides a detailed analysis of beer consumption in Australian culture, including the various conscious and subconscious processes consumers experience throughout beer consumption and how these processes are influenced by the culture in which they occur.
Grounded theory
A major differentiating feature of grounded theory is the emphasis on the close examination of empirical data prior to focused reading in the literature (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Goulding, 1998) . The objective is to adapt previous findings to the outcomes of the study in question, rather than developing preconceptions based on the extant literature that can influence research design and data interpretation (Hirschman and Thompson, 1997; Locke, 1996) . Also, by commencing with the phenomenon or behaviour rather than theories, there is less chance that the research outcomes will be theoretically removed from the needs of the subject under study (Thompson, 1997) .
The grounded theory process involves identifying theoretical categories that are derived from the data through the use of the constant comparative method (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Hammersley, 1989) . The constant comparative method requires the researcher to compare the contents of one interview or observation episode with another and with emerging theoretical concepts in an effort to identify underlying themes (Wells, 1995; Barnes, 1996) . Similarities and differences in the data are noted, leading to the derivation of theoretical categories that can help explain the phenomenon under investigation (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1992) . Not only is the intention to provide explanations of social phenomena, but also to provide insight to those engaged in the behaviour under investigation (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Annells, 1996) . Ideally, the primary concerns of social actors are identified and the strategies that can be employed to resolve these concerns are outlined (Glaser, 1992) .
The use of the grounded theory method in consumer research has been largely confined to general references to the adoption of a ''grounded approach'' to data collection and analysis (see, for example, Celsi et al., 1993; Hirschman and Thompson, 1997; Phillips, 1997) . By this it is meant that data collection largely precedes the review of the relevant literature in order to allow the emergent themes to most closely reflect the nature of the data as opposed to the conclusions drawn in the extant literature. The use of grounded theory in this field of research is also characterised by analysis terminating at the point of theme generation rather than progressing through to the identification of the core categories and their properties (e.g. DeLorme and Reid, 1999; Mick and Fournier, 1998; Rust, 1993) . It has been argued that there remains great potential to add to our understanding of consumer behaviour through the more rigorous application of the grounded theory method to consumption studies (Pettigrew, 2000) .
Beer consumption in Australia
Alcohol plays a major symbolic role in Australian culture, with beer being closely associated with the Australian lifestyle (Fiske et al., 1987; Kerr et al., 2000) . The perceived connection between Australians and beer is not misplaced, as Australians are the ninth largest per capita consumers of beer in the world (Productschap Voor Gedistilleerde Dranken, 1999) . The vast majority of beer consumed in Australia continues to be full-strength beer, with the average Australian drinking 70.8 litres of full-strength beer per year (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1997) . The preference for full-strength beer relative to other types of beer exists across males and females of all age groups (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1995) .
In Australia, beer consumption has been suggested to communicate the social categories of gender (Conway, 1985) , age (Fiske et al., 1987) , and social class (Horne, 1988) . The association with masculinity has been particularly noted (Horne, 1988; King, 1978) , although this association is also common in other western societies (Dichter, 1964; Gough and Edwards, 1998; Levy, 1986) . Similarly, beer has long had particular relevance for the working man in societies with British origins (Barr, 1995) , and this is especially the case in Australia where the population was originally based on the lower classes of British nations (Mackay, 1989; Morse and Marks, 1985) . The relative consumption levels between the sexes indicate that beer plays a much more important role in the lives of Australian men than in the lives of Australian women. found that 65 per cent of adult males drank beer in the week prior to the survey (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1990) . By comparison, only 14.3 per cent of female respondents had consumed beer in the same period. While the discussion of beer consumption in the literature is usually confined to males, it is also acknowledged that it can provide some females with a means of communicating their desire to be considered ''one of the boys'' (Mackay, 1989, p. 3) .
Methodology
According to the requirements of grounded theory, a specific social process was selected for analysis, data were collected according to emerging interpretations, the literature review was conducted mainly after data were collected, and the central themes were allowed to emerge from the data rather than being forced to fit a preconceived theoretical framework (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) . Participant observations, non-participant observations, and interviews were used to gather data relating to beer consumption. In total, over 400 people were interviewed for the study, of which 109 people were interviewed and observed in situ in 23 pubs and clubs in three Australian states (Western Australia, New South Wales, and Victoria). Informants approached in public drinking contexts were asked to discuss their beer consumption behaviours in both public and private contexts, providing insights into any differences in consumption patterns between drinking locations.
The majority of informants interviewed in public drinking venues were male, with only 13 of the 109 informants interviewed in these venues being female. This outcome was largely due to the disproportionate representation of males in Australian public drinking venues compared to females (Fiske et al., 1987; King, 1978) . Another contributing factor was the greater reluctance of females in these environments to be interviewed. This is not an unusual result in qualitative research, as Adler and Adler (1994) have noted the tendency for females to be more cautious and resistant when talking to unknown researchers. It is likely that this reluctance was heightened in the drinking contexts in which the in situ interviews were conducted, as a female approaching another unknown female departs from the social norms associated with public drinking, thus appearing improper. By comparison, approaches made to males met more closely with acceptable socialising and mating behaviours in drinking contexts, and were thus more readily accommodated.
In addition to the in situ interviews, further interviews were conducted to provide a broader view of the role of beer in Australian culture. These interviews were conducted in informants' homes, retirement villages, primary schools, and secondary schools. The split between males and females across these interviews was roughly equivalent. Table I provides a breakdown of the total sample, illustrating the spread of informants across different interview contexts, gender groupings, and geographical locations. All informants belonged to more than one category, hence the total is not a summation of the figures in the column.
The number of students interviewed is large primarily due to the need to interview many student informants in groups. The interviews with secondary school students were especially useful as many were in the process of experimenting with alcohol. Due to their ''amateur'' status, these drinkers were more conscious of their decision-making processes relating to beer consumption, and the socialisation effects at work in their attitudes towards beer were more apparent. Interviews with younger children were valuable in exploring the processes by which young Australians come to learn the cultural role of beer and the norms associated with its consumption.
In an effort to sample a broad cross-section of Australians, data collection activities were programmed to cover both sides of the continent and several age and socio-economic subgroups. Approximately half of the public drinking venues in which interviews took place were located in working-class areas, while the other half were located in middle-class areas. Due to the tendency of high socio-economic Australians and first-generation migrants to largely avoid public drinking venues, a limitation of this study is the lack of representation of more affluent Australians and migrants in the in situ interviews. It was possible to obtain a broader spread of informants for the qualitative interviews, and interviews in schools, homes, and retirement villages were spread across members of working-, middle-and upper-class groups. Both ''big city'' residents and those living in smaller regional areas were incorporated into the sample population. However, Australians living in more remote rural areas were largely absent from the sample with the exception of occasional country-dwellers who happened to be visiting a city pub that was targeted for interviewing and country children who attended the schools where interviews were held. In addition to consumer informants, five brewery representatives from the two major brewers operating in Australia and nine bartenders from a range of drinking venues were utilised as key informants. The brewery representatives were keen to be involved in the study and to be appraised of its findings. While they develop profiles of the typical consumers of their various brands and regularly engage in product development and competitor research in the form of taste-testing, little is done to investigate the role of beer in consumers' lives. As such, the study offered them a macro perspective that locates beer consumption within the broader Australian culture. Bartenders approached were also typically amenable to being involved in the study. Those bartenders selected were highly experienced observers of those consuming alcohol, particularly beer. Through their contributions they provided a degree of continuity to the study, as they had usually formed relationships with patrons and had observed their drinking behaviours over extended periods of time. As interviews and observations were conducted in numerous drinking locations, it was not possible to engage in persistent long-term observation at individual sites. Bartenders were able to overcome this deficiency by adding an historical dimension by describing the drinking habits of specific individuals over weeks, months, and in some cases, years.
The duration of the interviews ranged from 20 to 90 minutes. While the majority of people approached gave their permission to be interviewed, the necessary imposition into their leisure time, and in most instances their interactions with others, prevented many of the in situ interviews from lasting much longer than 20 minutes. By comparison, interviews with the brewery representatives and those being interviewed in their own homes typically took over an hour. Varying approaches were made to different informants, depending on their gender and the interview location. In public drinking contexts, females appeared to appreciate a more formal approach whereby an introduction was made and a brief description of the research topic provided. By comparison, males responded better to a light-hearted request for a casual ''chat about a few things for a research project.'' In the cases of retirement villages, schools, and people's homes, interviews were organised in advance through a series of phone calls or letters. The nature of the subject matter appeared to be appealing to informants, and it did not prove difficult to induce informants to offer up their thoughts on beer consumption and its role in Australian culture.
Interview transcripts and observation notes were imported into NUD*IST for coding. The development of the NUD*IST software was influenced by the rationale of the grounded theory method (Strauss, 1995) , and as a result the coding function of NUD*IST is conducive to the analysis of data by the grounded theory method (Carroll, 1997) . Transcriptions were coded by line-unit, the result being over 300,000 lines of coded data assigned to 201 nodes. Nodes were labelled with in vivo codes and theoretical codes. For example, some node labels reflected the demographic characteristics of the informants (e.g. males/females, children/adolescents/adults), while others were derived from the literature (e.g. attributions, brand switching). The result of the coding was a densely branched ''tree'' -the NUD*IST term for the diagrammatical illustration of the hierarchical structure of node inter-relationships. It was then possible to examine node intersections to assist in the interpretation of the data. For example, occurrences across the entire database of male informants making attributions concerning females who drink beer could be displayed in a single document to facilitate analysis. This process ensured that the resulting interpretation reflected persistent themes in the data, rather than being unduly influenced by single ''stand out'' instances. By studying the transcripts in their entirety and also by examining data stored at individual nodes and at node intersections, the interview and observation transcripts were read repeatedly in various different formats, enhancing familiarity with the data and facilitating the derivation of meaning and the generation of a grounded theory.
Findings -the core category Glaser and Strauss (1967) defined grounded theories as those that produce explanations of phenomena that include the identification of core categories and their associated properties. Through the inductive theory generation processes employed in this study, the primary concern of those drinking beer was found to be image management. This concern is thus proposed to constitute the core category relevant to beer consumption in Australia. Image management in this context refers to the activities undertaken by drinkers that communicate their membership of specific groups, that develop and reinforce their self-concepts, and that maximise the outcomes of the stereotyping activities of others to enhance self-esteem. The process of image management entails the three primary behaviours of monitoring, analysing, and communicating -behaviours that comprise the properties of the core category of image management. The main purpose of image management among beer drinkers is to promote a satisfactory sense of self and to stave off feelings of inadequacy and insecurity. This process involves consumers experiencing both positive and negative feelings during the course of their image management activities.
Beer consumption in Australia is an important mechanism by which Australians communicate important aspects of themselves to others. By adequately managing their images through beer consumption or beer avoidance, Australians can facilitate their interactions with others, enabling the satisfying relationships they desire. Informants described in detail the ways in which they manage their consumption decisions and consumption activities in an attempt to achieve their ideal self-images. However, it is apparent that much of this function occurs below the level of complete consciousness, with informants subconsciously working towards the attainment of a self-image that they have been conditioned to desire by the culture and subcultures to which they belong.
Drinkers engage in different stages of image management throughout the beer consumption process, including their brand choices, location choices, posturing while consuming, and discussions with others regarding beer as a product category. The existence and importance of image management to beer consumption is evident in the different interpretations made by informants of their own behaviours compared to those of others. While they attributed their own beer consumption behaviours to perceived rational explanations such as personal taste, they were willing to attribute image management as a primary source of motivation for others. The relevance of image management as a core category was also apparent in informants' belief that males can communicate their masculinity and females can communicate their social equality through beer consumption, although females can also communicate their femininity through their non-consumption of beer. Similarly, those belonging to higher social classes can demonstrate their separation from the working classes through their non-consumption, or their choice of a select group of specific beer brands.
While the breweries have found that the majority of beer drinkers are unable to differentiate between their stated favourite brands and other brands within the same beer category (e.g. among light beers or dark beers), drinkers were typically vocal about their abilities in this regard. This perception of discernment ability enables drinkers to manage their images as they are conveyed to others through brand selection. By professing a preference for a particular brand they can provide input to the stereotyping activities of others to ensure a favourable outcome. By attributing choices to taste preferences rather than other less acceptable motivations, such as advertising and mimicking the consumption behaviours of others, drinkers can employ beer consumption as an effective form of image management. The belief in the importance of personal taste, over and above the need to conform with others, prevents drinkers from recognising external forces over their consumption decisions, thus preserving their perception of autonomy and enabling the maintenance of a positive self-image.
Properties
Properties represent the attributes or characteristics of a core category (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1990) . The properties identified in this study include monitoring the internal and external environments, analysing the data obtained through decoding and stereotyping efforts, and communicating with others through consumption behaviours. Each of these properties is part of the image management task faced by beer drinkers, and it is likely that they are relevant to many other consumption activities that involve a high degree of image management. There are several consumer characteristics that are relevant to these properties, including age, gender, and the nature of the consumption context (specifically its complexity as a symbolic environment).
Monitoring
The property of monitoring has two main components, self-monitoring and environmental monitoring. In order for drinkers to manage their images through beer consumption or non-consumption, it is necessary for them to be aware of their own behaviours and the perceptions that others hold of these behaviours. Drinkers observed and interviewed in this study demonstrated a need to monitor others' reactions to their choice of beer brand and the volume of beer consumed, feeding these reactions into their decision-making processes. Informants often mentioned how they were aware of the consumption decisions of their peers, and it was apparent that many engage in a constant comparison between their own consumption behaviours and those of others. By ensuring that their own choices remain within the acceptable parameters of their social grouping(s), drinkers can feel much more comfortable with their consumption decisions, assured that they are making the ''right'' choices.
Drinkers can be unaware that they are engaging in self-monitoring. It is such an innate part of their daily consumption behaviours that many fail to consciously register its existence. Of those who can appreciate even some of their own self-monitoring behaviours, they appear to account for these behaviours by believing that they possess inadequacies that need to be overcome. The need for high self-monitoring is attributed to their own weaknesses, rather than any basic tension within the system. These individuals assume that most people can discern the differences between different beer brands, while perceiving themselves to be abnormal in their inability to perform this function. An alternative interpretation is that as taste is learned (Bourdieu, 1984) , these individuals may be less skilled at monitoring and decoding than others rather than being deficient in taste discernment abilities.
The concept of self-monitoring described by Hormuth (1990) and Sampson (1978) provides a useful framework with which to appreciate the self-monitoring process in beer consumption. According to these researchers, low self-monitors are those who rely more on internal cues, exhibiting secure and stable self-concepts across situations. High self-monitors are more insecure, and their behaviours are more dependent on the nature of the situation in which they are operating. They are more likely to exhibit behavioural variation between contexts, as their self-definition exists primarily in relation to those with whom they are interacting. High self-monitors are constantly in search of information to enable them to act appropriately, and as a result they prefer situations with minimum ambiguity. They lack conviction in their attitudes and beliefs, as such convictions reduce the flexibility that they require to adapt to new situations.
As the image management task becomes more difficult with the increasing number of new brands being introduced to the market, as is the case in the Australian beer market, consumers can become more uncertain in their consumption decisions. This fosters the lack of confidence that is conducive to a state of high self-monitoring. Part of the process of self-monitoring involves constantly monitoring symbolic meaning in the environment (i.e. external monitoring) in order to enhance role performance in different contexts. It is thus apparent that self-monitoring and external monitoring are highly related.
Monitoring the external environment requires drinkers to be vigilant in their efforts to obtain input data to be employed in their decision-making processes. In Australia it is important for drinkers to understand the cultural meanings resident in different product offerings, and this requires familiarity with the general product usage parameters as specified by the broader culture, as well as specific subcultures. This process is typically passive in that drinkers display only the tendency to register existing meaning, rather than actively attempting to construct new meanings for beer brands. To ''correctly'' understand the cultural meaning of beer as a product category and the various brands available, drinkers need to monitor the drinking patterns of peers and aspirational groups, seeking to understand their attitudes towards beer as demonstrated by their comments and behaviours. The process of external monitoring also includes constantly scanning beer advertisements and product placements to gain exposure to the possible symbolic meanings held by different brands.
In terms of the consumer characteristics that impact upon self-monitoring, age is a very important variable. Younger drinkers spend much more cognitive and emotional effort on self-monitoring, a tendency that may be explained by their weaker self-concepts at this stage of their lives (Mackay, 1997) . For many younger males in particular, beer consumption is an especially important tool that is used to facilitate image management, and they engage in significant levels of self-monitoring to evaluate their proficiency at this task. Those females who are beer drinkers are also more likely to be high-self-monitors, a condition that is necessary to enable them to negotiate their way through the complex web of gender issues that pertain to beer consumption in Australia. Self-monitoring varies greatly in different contexts, with public drinking more likely to require intensive self-monitoring than private consumption. Public drinking typically occurs in complex symbolic environments that require more monitoring effort from drinkers to ensure compliance to the relevant behavioural norms.
Younger drinkers and female drinkers are also more likely to engage in extensive external monitoring. Younger drinkers were more active in their monitoring of beer advertisements, and were better able to recall advertising themes for a wide range of beer products. Female drinkers were particularly interested in the masculine, powerful symbolism of beer in advertisements, as well as the cultural meaning relating to Australian lifestyles. External monitoring amongst all drinkers is more important in public contexts, as there is a higher degree of symbolic complexity in public drinking locations that requires more cognitive investment from the drinker. However, the home as the location in which the consumer is exposed to the important media form of television is also an important location for monitoring the cultural meaning of beer and the various brands on the market.
Analysing
The property of analysing also has two components, these being decoding and stereotyping activities. Decoding is a necessary part of the meaning transfer process (McCracken, 1990a) , one that the consumer must undertake to assist in the process of production (Scott, 1990; Bourdieu, 1984) . The ''correct'' consumption of beer in Australian culture obligates drinkers to constantly decode the meanings of beer as a product category and the more specific meanings located in the numerous brands on the market. This decoding function is necessary to enhance role performance and to ensure social acceptance. Drinkers are not typically consciously aware of their own decoding activities in regards to beer. The assumption tends to be that the meanings in the products are fixed and only in need of learning. They do not recognise the interpretive element in this learning process, believing that their understanding of the meanings of the brands are the same as everyone else's. Drinkers accept meanings rather than actively attempting to alter them in any way, as any such alterations reduce the likelihood that they are assigning the same meanings to brands as the members of the groups to which they wish to belong. They want to get the meaning ''right'' much more than they want to place their own meanings on products. The assumption among drinkers is that the meanings of brands are pre-determined, leaving them only the task of registering this meaning and deciding whether it is consistent with the self-image to which they have been taught to aspire.
Females appear at first glance to be exceptions to the passive absorption of meanings, as through their gradually increasing consumption of beer they are changing the definition of beer as a male product, albeit slowly and with some assistance from beer marketers. However, they still try to extract similar meanings from the consumption of beer as those decoded by males, such as assertiveness, independence, and equality.
Decoding activities are more intense among younger consumers. Quite young children demonstrated an understanding of the cultural meanings of beer, an understanding they have obtained through social contact and the media. They are very interested in learning the meanings of different products and brands, eager for information that will enable them to interact effectively in the world of adults. Consumers in the oldest age brackets still appeared to engage in decoding activities, although to a lesser extent. They see less relevance in stocking-piling this information as it is less critical to their interactions with others. Their more solid self-concepts enable them to conduct social relationships that are less reliant on image management.
Stereotyping represents another form of analysis that assists consumers in their efforts to make sense of the world and their role within it (Belk et al., 1982 (Belk et al., , 1984 Hyatt, 1992) . Informants were capable of providing detailed stereotypes of others based on beer consumption behaviours. The process of stereotyping is reliant on the existence of commonly accepted cultural meanings as these meanings provide the input to stereotyping activities. The requirement for stereotyping skills for social survival induces a state of high self-monitoring, as through their own stereotyping behaviours consumers become implicitly aware of the stereotyping activities of others. Image management becomes more complex as consumers recognise the need to maintain consumption behaviours that will convey their desired images to others. The knowledge that their consumption choices will determine at least partially how others view them means they are very aware of the need to make the ''right'' choice. This recognition of the stereotyping function is apparent in the differences in beer consumption patterns between those drinking in public and private contexts, with drinkers frequently choosing more expensive brands to consume in public and less expensive brands to consume in private.
Once again, stereotyping is more intense among younger Australians. Younger informants were much more likely to assign personal characteristics to an unknown other on the basis of beer consumption than were older drinkers. There appeared to be no major differences between males and females on this point.
Communication
Throughout the course of data collection and analysis, it became apparent that the assumption that consumers possess considerable latitude in their choices of products to consume does not apply well to beer consumption in public contexts in Australia. As beer consumption is such an important method of social communication, individuals do not have much scope in their beer consumption behaviours -at least not if they desire social acceptance. As most humans value social interaction (Turner, 1987) , social acceptance is an important motivating force behind such consumption decisions. Communication through product selection and use is for all intents and purposes a compulsory element of modern living (Hormuth, 1990) , meaning that consumers effectively have no choice but to engage in consumption that communicates with others. This entails the selection of specific products that are used in specific ways. This lack of control at the macro level is disguised by relative control at the level of individual transactions (Firat, 1987) . For example, drinkers are much less capable of deciding for themselves whether beer consumption will be part of their lifestyle than they are of deciding whether to drink a particular brand of beer at a specific point in time.
Some products possess much greater communication powers than others, and beer in the Australian context is a particularly communicative product as it has the capacity to provide considerable information to those observing the consumption process. Through their beer consumption (or non-consumption), individuals communicate with others and with themselves regarding a wide range of factors. As noted in the literature, these factors include gender, age, and social class membership (Conway, 1985; Fiske et al., 1987; Horne, 1988) . Characteristics such as branding and packaging facilitate the communication process, enabling products to be ever more concise in their communication capabilities. The introduction of new packaging styles has enabled some penetration into the female beer market, access that has been made possible by the different messages that are communicated by the new styles.
Product communication is often facilitated by the performance of rituals that assist in conveying product meanings to participants and observers (McCracken, 1990a, b) . Through the ritual of pub attendance, many male drinkers communicate their bonding with other males and their difference from females. By engaging in shouting rituals drinkers communicate their belief in egalitarianism, and by consuming large volumes in a single sitting (bingeing rituals) they communicate their strength and masculinity. Where females participate in these rituals they communicate their assertiveness and desire for equality.
Just as the monitoring and analysing tasks are adopted most extensively by younger drinkers, the communication function is also more important to these drinkers. As they attempt to build appropriate self-concepts they find it necessary to allocate considerable cognitive and emotional energy to the communication process. By intensively monitoring and analysing cultural meaning they hope to maximise the success of their efforts at image communication.
Theoretical implications
The grounded theory of beer consumption outlined above has several implications for existing consumer behaviour theories. The assumption of an autonomous consumer involved in individual decision-making is central to current consumer behaviour theories, particularly the hierarchy of effects model. Consumers are perceived to be in control of their consumption behaviours, actively using consumption to develop self-selected self-concepts (Holt, 1995; McCracken, 1990b) . The environment in which the consumer consumes is acknowledged as a contributing element to consumption decisions (Dubois and Duquesne, 1993; Holt, 1997) , although the individual characteristics of the consumer are generally seen to be the dominating force (Tse et al., 1988) . The process of consumption is assumed to be inherently enjoyable and rewarding from the consumer's perspective, an assumption that is based on the presumed control that the individual wields over the self-construction process.
This study of beer consumption in the Australian context suggests that consumption may at times be a reactive process. Consumers can be on the ''consumption defensive'' rather than the ''consumption offensive'', with much of the self-construction process that is driving their consumption being socially determined. The subconscious understanding that consumers have of the attribution process can compel them to be high-self-monitors in order to pre-empt negative attributions from others. This results in consumers who are constantly attempting to predict the attributions of others that result from their consumption activities. The cultural requirement for image management greatly reduces free choice, relegating drinkers to the position of consuming on demand to produce appropriate images, which are in turn culturally specified. The implication for the meaning transfer process is that drinkers may only attempt to decode and assign product meanings as they have been culturally defined, far from willing or able to assign meanings to products that are culturally inappropriate.
Conclusion
The use of the grounded theory method in the analysis of Australian beer consumption was useful in explicating the process of beer consumption in Australian culture, as well as providing insight into the applicability of specific consumer behaviour theories to this form of consumption. As the research commenced with the consumption process rather than a pre-existing theoretical framework, the deficiencies of existing conceptualisations of both consumers and the consumption process became apparent. This suggests that the grounded theory method can be useful for achieving a new perspective on consumer behaviour and extending existing theoretical frameworks. In particular, by developing substantive theories of the consumption of specific products in particular cultures, there exists the potential to assess the applicability of formal theories to actual consumption behaviours in a range of contexts.
To conclude, the grounded theory method has significant promise as a productive research methodology for a wide range of consumption studies, despite its lack of use to date. Its major benefit lies in ''pushing through'' to the stage of category and property identification, thus taking analysis one step further than the more commonly employed method of theme derivation from grounded data. By identifying the core purpose behind consumption behaviours and the processes involved, researchers can increase their understanding of consumers' motivations and experiences. This has the potential to improve both the theoretical and practical benefits of consumer research.
